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Abstract: This paper constructs a model for small business learning based on resent research 
in Australia and Scotland. The model is based on seven steps - the engagement decision, 
formulating goals, approximation of task, seeking support, expertise and improvement 
through practice, increased confidence and ability and, finally, a progression to a new 
engagement decision. The paper suggests that the model presents a natural flow of learning 
and, as such, could prove a useful model for learning within any small group. 
 
Key words: small business learning, adult learning, training 
 
 
A small business is usually defined as one that has sales of less than $2 million annually and 
has fewer than 100 employees and up to 90% of businesses in Australia and New Zealand are 
small businesses (Schermerhorn, Campling, Poole and Wiesner 2004). Schermerhorn et al 
(2004, p. 251) go on to report that as many as 60 to 80 percent of new businesses fail in their 
first five years of operation.   
 
It is surprising, then, that only relatively recently has there been any serious enquiry into the 
learning processes that occur in a small business environment. Writers such as Billett (1993), 
Bryce (1995) and Howard (2000a) have, for the last decade, recommended research into the 
extent and processes of learning in the workplace. Howard (2000a, p.1) points out that the 
small business market is fragmented, individualistic and pragmatic. He goes on to comment 
that some are almost irretrievably resistant to ‘training’, many have had negative experiences 
with education and training and their capacity to participate in training is limited by time and 
resources. However, small enterprises have their own productive ways of learning using a 
hands on style – they would much rather try it themselves that listen, read or talk (Howard 
2000b, p.1). This paper suggests that forcing small business owners and employees into pre-
determined or externally determined learning processes will likely lead to limited learning or 
even negative antipathy. Rather, learning in small businesses will be more effective and 
efficient if a natural path of learning is followed. 
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Recent rich and constructive research in Australia and Scotland has provided a valuable 
insight into the world of learning in small businesses. Barber (2003) examined how 
mechanics are trained informally in auto repair shops in Scotland, Billett, Ehrich and Hernon-
Tinning (2003) investigated how small business owners learned and implemented the new 
goods and services tax in Australia while Delahaye (2005).  Barber (2003) conducted two 
case studies in central Scotland examining the informal learning of auto mechanics – one in a 
village garage and the other a specific marque garage in an urban industrial area.  Billett, 
Ehrich and Hernon-Tinning (2003) examined the learning processes of 30 small businesses in 
Australia, using semi-structured interviews to develop a narrative about how the small 
business had learnt to introduce the implementation and reporting of a new government tax. 
Delahaye (2005) reviewed the knowledge management practices in an Australian small-to-
medium sized business by interviewing 12 to examine the processes used to manage 
knowledge capital. Several of these interviews surfaced learning process that individuals used 
to learn and overcome new challenges. 
 
This research is encapsulated in Figure 1. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The research suggests that there are at least seven steps in a learning episode in a small 
business. The first two steps – the engagement decision and formulating goals – provide a 
lead in path to the learning experience itself. The next three steps – approximation of task, 
seeking support and expertise and improvement through practice – are an iterative process 
where the learner/s use activity and feedback to gradually gain competence and expertise. 
With competence and expertise comes increased confidence and ability to progress onto a 
new engagement decision. 
 
Engagement Decision 
 
Generally, a learning episode in a small business is initiated by the presentation of a problem 
or the realisation by an individual that they do not have the skills to start, or continue with, a 
Figure 1: A Model of Small Business Learning
1. Engagement Decision
2. Formulating Goals
3. Approximation of Task
4. Support and Expertise
5. Improvement Through 
Practice
6. Increase Confidence 
and Ability
7. New Engagement 
Decision
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task Howard (2000b) reports that small businesses often take up training because they need to 
fix a problem.  
 
The research in Australia by Billett, Hernon-Tinning and Ehrich (2003) and Ehrich, Billett 
and Hernon-Tinning (2003) suggests that the first step in learning in a small business 
environment, then, is the engagement decision. The decision to engage in a learning episode 
is largely based on one of the principles of learning, readiness to learn, which comes from 
Thorndike’s Law of Readiness – if the individual is ready to learn she or he will find the 
experience more satisfying (Delahaye 2000).  Billett et al (2003) suggest that the individual’s 
readiness to learn is predicated on four considerations. Firstly, there is a judgement on skills 
and knowledge that the individual already has. If the new knowledge and skills required are 
fairly closely aligned to current levels that the individual possesses, then the individual is 
more likely to progress with the learning. This first consideration is closely aligned to 
expectancy one in the Vroom expectancy-valence motivation theory where the individual 
decides whether the task is achievable and challenging rather than too easy or too hard 
(Vroom 1964). Secondly, there is a judgement on the amount of technology and infrastructure 
support. If the computer programs currently in use, for example, do not need much alteration 
or if no new computer programs need to be purchased, and subsequently learned, then the 
individual is more likely to progress with the learning. Thirdly, if the topic to be learned is 
within the individual’s current interests, the individual is more likely to progress onto 
learning.. Fourthly, if the individual’s confidence is high, then the learning is more likely to 
progress. 
 
Formulating Goals 
The next step in the learning process in a small business is formulating goals for going about 
the learning (Billett et al 2003). These goals are based on a judgement of how far the learning 
has to go. For example, one individual may only wish to identify the reason for a work-based 
problem but decide not to progress with the acquisition of any further skills. In this case, if the 
problem arises again, the individual may just refer the matter to an expert to fix the problem. 
Another individual may wish to have the skill and knowledge to fix the problem and, 
accordingly, will need to invest more money, time and energy in a more extended learning 
effort. Delahaye (2005) found that the learner often does not articulate the learning objective 
but rather has a specific outcome in mind. ‘I know what I need to produce, I have already 
spoken to my manager about that’ said one employee. 
 
Approximation of the Task 
The third step in the learning process for small business is the approximation of the task. As 
Ehrich et al (2003) report, a notable feature of small businesses was the penchant for ‘just 
getting in and doing it’. This hands-on approach is typified by the individual undertaking 
some initial approximations of the task. Delahaye (2005) found comments such as ‘Basically, 
I just jump in a do it first. I play around, try to see what works and what doesn’t’. In 
undertaking these initial approximations, the learners provide themselves with feedback (see 
the principle of learning feedback in, for example, DeSimone and Harrris 2002) and, 
concomitantly, undertake a gap analysis (see training needs analysis in DeSimone and Harrris 
2002). The approximation of the task is then refined and the learner has another attempt at 
achieving the task.  
 
Support and Expertise 
When barriers are met, the individual will then typically move onto the fourth step of 
accessing particular types of support and expertise. The individual may seek this support and 
 4
expertise from family members, co-workers, professional or technical experts and other small 
business operators (Billett et al 2003). Delahaye (2005) found that co-workers who were 
friends were the most common source. Andrews and Delahaye (2000) suggest that a 
psychosocial filter occurs in this selection process, wherein the learner makes judgements on 
the possible supplier of the new knowledge based on such parameters as the approachability 
and the credibility of the possible knowledge source.  Interestingly, this process of seeking out 
the knowledge of experts is encouraged by both Knowles (1990) in contract learning and 
Revans (1983) in action learning so that individuals develop as self-directed learners. Finally, 
the learning processes used in this support and expertise step are the discussion and 
demonstration (see DeSimone and Harrris 2002). As the learner becomes more competent, the 
reliance on experts or significant others is reduced (Ehrich et al 2003). 
 
Improvement through Practice 
The individual will then move onto the fifth step – improvement through practice. Both 
Billett et al (2003) and Barber (2003) provide descriptions of a variety of learning approaches 
in this fifth step, with a number of the approaches often being combined.  
• The individual would often return to the third step of approximation of the task in a trial-
and-error process. This would be combined with self feedback (see the principle of 
learning feedback in DeSimone and Harrris 2002).  
• Barber (2003) reported that the most frequently used learning process was repetitive 
learning procedures – having a procedure demonstrated and the learners repeating the 
procedure until they become proficient at it (see principals of learning of active learning 
and overlearning in DeSimone and Harrris 2002).  
• Another learning approach used in the fifth step is technical rationality (Barber 2003). 
This approach depends on the technical knowledge of the individual and the willingness 
of the individual to indulge in reflection. The technical knowledge is based on the relevant 
trade and professional theories and the willingness to reflect allows the individual to use 
this theoretical knowledge to recognise why the problem existed in the first place and to 
create a plan of action to overcome the difficulty. 
• Very much aligned with the other learning approaches is problem solving (Billett et al 
2003, Delahaye 2005). When the trial in the trial-and-error failed, the learner would use a 
problem solving process. This problem solving process may vary from ‘Well, let’s try 
this’ with little thought to a more disciplined method such as the scientific problem 
solving model. 
• A final learning approach is problem defining (Barber 2003). This is really the first step in 
the scientific problem solving model (define the objective, identify possible solutions, 
evaluate and select solution, implement solution – see Davidson and Griffin 2003) but it is 
interesting to see it identified as a separate learning approach. In problem defining, the 
learners use their tacit knowledge to take an educated guess at the cause of the problem. 
Barber (2003) gives the example of a car mechanic confronted with the problem of a car 
not starting. There can be many causes for a car not to start. Based on the limited 
information available, the mechanic will use a store of personal tacit knowledge to choose 
the most likely cause of the problem and, if this does not work, to choose the next most 
likely cause. 
 
What is very interesting about this fifth step of improvement through practice is that the 
learner will move, at various times, back to steps three and four (Delahaye 2005) – 
approximation of the task and seeking support and expertise – and then return to the fifth step 
of improvement through practice. 
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Increased Confidence and Ability 
The sixth step – increased confidence and ability – occurs when the individual believes that 
the initial or revised goal has been achieved. The idea of a revised goal occurs because, as the 
individual progresses through the steps on approximation of task, seeking support and 
expertise and improvement through practice – the individual continually makes conscious and 
sub-conscious checks of the initial goal. As the iterative process of circling the three steps 
continues, new information is gathered and new knowledge accumulated and the individual 
may alter the initial goal based on this new knowledge. At some stage, though, the learner 
decides that ‘enough is enough’ and less and less effort is invested in the particular learning 
episode. At this stage, Billett et al (2003) found that the individual often reported a feeling of 
increased confidence and ability to tackle new learning challenges, thus leading to a new 
engagement decision, as a seventh step. 
 
Conclusion 
The model of small business learning reflects the learning practices as uncovered by research. 
As indicated by the references to adult learning theory concepts, goodly portions of the model 
are based on sound adult learning theory. In many ways, the model can be viewed a natural 
learning path. 
 
This is not to say that these practices discussed in the model could not be enhanced. Small 
business owners with a comprehensive knowledge of adult learning and the four stages of 
HRD could improve the efficiency and effectiveness of the learning that does occur in their 
small business environment. Undertaking reasonable but efficient training needs analyses and 
having learning experiences designed and facilitated appropriately would decrease the time 
individuals needed to learn a skill or assimilate a set area of knowledge and ensure that 
learning goals and objectives were achieved. A suitable but cost effective evaluation would 
prove that the learning was absorb and applied correctly. This savings in costs from such 
increased efficient and effective learning would easily off-set any additional expenses that 
following proper procedure would incur. 
 
Interestingly, Ehrich et al (2003) and Delahaye (2005) report that learners in a small business 
recognised that not all knowledge was available within the business and that, sometimes, they 
would have to look outside to formal learning institutions. When the small business did access 
outside training, they reported greater rather than lower utility of the training. So, even in 
small businesses, we find that learning can be a combination of workplace learning and off-
site learning. 
 
Finally, while the model has been developed from research in small businesses, one constant 
variable has been that the learning occurred within small groups. The model, then, may also 
be applicable to learning in any small group. 
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